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RECLASSIFYING THE PARABLES 1 



WILLARD H. ROBINSON, PH.D. 
Blackburn College. Carlinville, Illinois 



The author of this treatise finds in 
Matthew's order of recording the parables 
their true historical sequence (pp. 75, 113, 
116). The sequence, moreover, constitutes 
a scientific, geographical, logical, and doc- 
trinal development. The Matthean para- 
bles divide themselves into five consecutive 
triads (pp. 8, 11 f.). These follow the divi- 
sions of nature. The mineral kingdom 
comes first in the various soils upon which 
the sower's seed falls. The vegetable king- 
dom is represented in the growing grain. 
The sphere of human life is still later (pp. 18, 
20). Matthew's order thus reveals an 
ascending scale of natural symbols (pp. 75, 
88). The geographical advance journeys 
from Galilean parables to itinerary and 
temple ones (p. 26). The logical and doc- 
trinal development proceeds from the sphere 
of natural theology in the first six parables 
to the revelations of the gospel of grace in 
the succeeding ones (pp. 10, 26). 

More fully stated, Mr. Lithgow's five- 
triad scheme makes the first three Matthean 
parables (Sower, Tares, and Net) picture the 
great distinction between good and evil; the 
second three (Growing Corn, Mustard Seed, 
and Leaven), spiritual growth; the third 
three (Treasure, Pearl, and Merciless 
Debtor) , divine grace and its conditions ; the 
fourth three (Laborers, Two Sons, and 
Husbandmen), the divine claims upon the 
soul (p. 43) ; and the fifth three (Wedding 
Feast, Ten Virgins, and Talents), judgment 
and doom. Mr. Lithgow also finds in the 
parables touches of the profounder doctrines 



of Christian dogmatics. Luke's "three- 
one" parable of the Lost Coin, Sheep, and 
Son, for example, represents the Trinity; 
and the three judgment parables of the fifth 
triad have a similar leaning (pp. 104, 164 f.). 

This chronological, logical, and doctrinal 
sequence which Lithgow finds in the para- 
bles in Matthew relates, moreover, above 
all things else, to the progress of the develop- 
ing soul. Many of the parables should 
therefore be renamed in the interest of a 
homogeneous nomenclature (p. 101). The 
"Sower," e.g., should be rechristened the 
"Soils," and the "Net" should be called the 
'Fish'' (cf. chap, vi, with table, pp. 100 f.). 

Mr. Lithgow frankly regards his dis- 
covery of this complex scheme as very 
original as well as highly important. The 
only adumbration of it, so far as he knows, 
is in Trench's observation that in the later 
parables the Deity ever figures in a higher 
role. This is, moreover, the only confir- 
mation of his view which the author has 
discovered (p. 102). He finds no great 
objection to his Matthean discovery in the 
different order of the parables in the other 
two Synoptics. For Mark drew at sec- 
ond hand on Peter, while Matthew, as an 
apostolic and Palestinian Jew, could ac- 
curately revise Mark. The non-Palestinian 
Luke, notwithstanding his aims at order, 
follows Mark very closely except in the 
largely parabolic matter of the great itin- 
erary (chaps. 10-18). In this last section the 
"parallel" portions are "very scrappy and 
piecemeal" and are "indiscriminately" 



1 The Parabolic Gospel, or Christ's Parables, a Sequence and a Synthesis. By R. M. Lithgow. 
Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark: New York: Scribner, 1914. Pp. xv+196. 4s. 
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used (p. 117). Luke, moreover, is highly 
"artistic, " and for that reason also his mat- 
ter may be freely built into Lithgow's 
Matthean scheme wherever it will fit (pp. 
5S> S9> an d chap. vii). The author seems to 
disregard altogether the distinction between 
parable and allegory and regards the "para- 
bolic" sequence in the Fourth Gospel as 
mainly coinciding with that of Matthew 
(pp. 171, 175 f.). 

Mr. Lithgow's book is highly interesting 
to a sympathetic reader and has homiletic 
value. Jesus is so infinitely beyond us in 
wisdom and spirit that in studying his 
teachings we share the author's sense of 
mysterious voices coming from the starry 
vault of the nightly heaven and even of 
entering a transfiguration cloud (pp. 17 f., 
etc.). He certainly deserves great credit 
for his careful study and clear presentation 
of his theory, yet such a great unification 
as he makes involves a distinct loss of his- 
toricity and reality. What shall we say of 
a scheme which classifies the various recep- 
tions of the gospel indicated in the parable 
of the Sower with the heavenly joy over a 
saved soul in the story of the Lost Coin, 
and makes each teach as its main lesson the 
great distinction between good and evil 
(pp. n, 88) ? The Talents and the Pounds 
may be separated into two contrasted 
stories, one of equal faithfulness in the use 
of unequal opportunities, and the other of 
unequal faithfulness in the use of equal 
opportunities (Bruce). But what shall we 
say of making the Pounds represent "the 
divine claims," and the Talents "judg- 
ment and doom" (pp. 12, no) ? Is not 
Luke's capital punishment as severe a doom 
as Matthew's ejection into outer darkness ? 

When we have rejected the forced and 
artificial features in the classifications of 
this volume, are there not simpler ways of 
accounting for the connections and orders 
of arrangement that clearly remain to be 
acknowledged? Weinel, Die Gleichnisse 
Jesu (pp. 4S f.), has shown how certain 



verses in Mark are connected solely by 
catchwords designed to assist the memory 
in the days that were guiltless of printing. 
Thought-groupings in the minds of the evan- 
gelists surely account for some other juxta- 
positions. The same may hold good of the 
parables. The mere fact of the approach- 
ing end of Jesus' ministry might give a sound 
of doom to the later ones. The author of 
this book sees a divine hand secretly arrang- 
ing the Matthean parables in the order of 
an ascending symbolism and a developing 
body of doctrine. But would Jesus, in 
view of the fact that his "class" or audience 
was constantly changing, and certainly 
knowing the meanings of his own teaching, 
follow a systematic order like that of a 
seminary professor of doctrines? Syste- 
matic courses must be given to the same 
set of men. The parables were spoken to 
varying multitudes and groups as occasion 
offered. 

Would it not be better to give up trying 
to discover a modern systematic treatise 
secretly outlined and inserted in the para- 
bles? Jesus did not, in his parabolic 
teaching, look over the heads of the men 
before him and talk to the ages beyond. 
He spoke for all time by speaking to his 
own time as no other ever spoke. The 
subject of the parables was the Kingdom 
of God. Jesus had only that one message. 
He spoke it in many ways and under many 
forms, such as the simile of the Sower, the 
Lord's Prayer, the Golden Principle, the 
Commandment of Love, and, especially 
and continuously, the Fatherhood of God. 
Varying circumstances called for varying 
adaptations. Jesus met his occasions. He 
was almost infinitely varied in his symbols, 
his applications, his acts. We may sys- 
tematize and schematize them as we will, 
and often to our profit. But the schemes 
and systems must not be imputed to the 
simple evangelizing annals of the Synoptics, 
or found in the order which the successive 
shapes of the message of the world's one 
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great Itinerating Evangelist take in the 
records as we have them. 

The writer of the treatise before us 
speaks in his preface as if he were familiar 
with the whole field of English, German, and 
Latin writers on the parables. But it 
affects us oddly to find no mention or trace 
of Julicher's monumental monograph, Die 



Gleichnisreden Jesu, with its strong insist- 
ence that each parable had only one thing 
to teach and at one time and on the 
one occasion which alone called it forth. 
The intense spirit of historicity in Jiilicher 
would surely have given pause to some 
of the unhistoric sentences in the work 
before us. 
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The Gospel According to St. Hark. With 
introduction and notes. Edited by W. C. 
Allen. (The Oxford Church Biblical Com- 
mentary.) New York: Macmillan, 1915. 
Pp. 214. ys. 6d. 

Archdeacon Allen is well known to New 
Testament students for his volume on Matthew 
in the "International Critical Commentary." 
He has now produced a compact volume on a 
much smaller scale on the Gospel of Mark. 
His work is of course scholarly and intelligent. 
The introduction deals with the authorship and 
date of the Gospel, its characteristics, analysis, 
theology, and text. Allen does not print the 
Greek text, but a new and bold translation, 
very faithful and suggestive, which is one of the 
best features of his book. His notes are concise 
but full of valuable suggestions, and Greek as 
well as English students will find much in them. 
There is a good map and full indices. Allen 
describes the aim of his introduction (p. vi) as 
to summarize the impression left upon him "by 
many years" study as to the Evangelist's con- 
ception of the person and work of Jesus of 
Nazareth, as to the Evangelist's style, and the 
main literary characteristics of his book." 

While thoroughly learned and critical in a 
literary way, in the deeper aspects of its problem 
the book is disappointing. It does not deal with 
the wonder narratives of Mark as searchingly 
as they demand. Allen's view of them is too 
literal and mechanical. His own theory of an 
Aramaic original for Mark might have suggested 
to him the probable extent to which these 
stories are figurative and interpretative. This 
supposed Aramaic original Allen thinks origi- 
nated at Jerusalem soon after 44 a.d. and passed 
into Greek at Antioch about 44-47 a.d. This 
position is based in part upon Allen's other view 
that Matthew was written about 50 a.d. It 
is enough to say of these views that the transla- 
tional elements in Mark are fully explained if 
it originated as recollections of Peter's discourses 
from the pen of his interpreter, and that the 
early dating of Matthew and Mark takes no 



account of the emphasis both place on the fall 
of Jerusalem with which both of them must 
obviously be related. Allen rightly holds that 
the use of Q by Mark cannot be established, 
although he thinks such a use is possible. 
As a matter of fact, the resemblances of Mark 
and the supposed Q are so slight as to imply 
no literary relationship at all. Allen's Greek 
printing is not always fortunate, e.g., pp. 46, 
81, 89, 100, 124, 151, 192. 



History of the Study of Theology. By Charles 
Augustus Briggs. Prepared for publication 
by his daughter, Emilie Grace Briggs. 
New York: Macmillan, 1916. Two vols. 
Pp. x+217 and 230. $0. 75 each. 

The range of the late Professor Briggs's 
scholarship was extraordinary. Although his 
special field was the Hebrew language and 
literature, his knowledge of the general field 
of church history might well be envied by pro- 
fessional historians. In this posthumous work, 
edited for the press by his daughter, he furnishes 
a complete historical survey of the study of 
theology from the beginnings of Christianity 
down to the present. And a very interesting 
story it is, furnishing valuable side lights on the 
growth of doctrine, the organization of mediaeval 
education, the problem of the relation between 
theology and general philosophy, and the adap- 
tation of methods of theological study to the 
practical needs of the church. 

In arranging the material Professor Briggs 
evidently had in mind a textbook which should 
briefly supply the facts, leaving to the teacher 
the exposition necessary to display the fife 
lying behind the statistics. The result is un- 
fortunate for the general reader. The bones of 
pedagogical method stand out too prominently 
in the formal paragraphs and methodological 
divisions. In certain instances the idea of 
formal theological method is carried to an ex- 
treme, as, for example, when Jesus is represented 
as having consciously mastered rabbinical learn- 



